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is rather to mate men worse than better. They may secure a
grudging compliance with prescribed rules, but they must depress
character instead of elevating it. They tend to concentrate a
man's whole attention on himself, and thus to develop and
intensify his selfish propensities. No man, as Dr. Martineau
many years ago observed, can faithfully follow his highest moral
conceptions who is continually casting side-glances at the
prospects of his own soul. Secularism appeals to no lust after
posthumous rewards or dread of posthumous terrors, but to that
fraternal feeling which is the vital essence of all true religion,
and has prompted heroic self-sacrifice in all ages and climes. It
removes moral causation from the next world to this. It teaches
that the harvest of our sowing will be reaped here, and to the
last grain eaten, by ourselves or others. Every act of our lives
affects the whole subsequent history of our race. Our mental
and moral like our bodily lungs have their appropriate atmospheres,
of which every thought, word, and act, becomes a constituent
atom. Incessantly around us goes on the conflict of good and
evil, which a word, a gesture, a look of ours changes. And we
cannot tell how great may be the influence of the least of these,
for in nature all things hang together, and the greatest effects
may flow from causes seemingly slight and inconsiderable.
When we thoroughly lay this to heart, and reflect that no
contrition or remorse can undo the past or efface the slightest
record from the everlasting Book of Fate, we shall be more
strongly restrained from evil and impelled to good than we
could be by supernatural promises or threats. The promises
may be mistrusted, the threats nullified by a late repentance;
but the natural issues of conduct are inevitable, and must be
faced. Whatever the future may hold in store, Secularism bids
us be true to ourselves and our opportunities now. It does not
undertake to determine the vexed question of G-od's existence,
which it leaves each to decide for himself according to what light
he has ; nor does it dogmatically deny the possibility of a future
life. But it insists on utilizing to the highest the possibilities
that lie before us, and realizing as far as may be by practical
agencies that Earthly Paradise which would now be less remote
if one tithe of the time, the energy, the ability, the enthusiasm,
and the wealth devoted to making men fit candidates for another
life had been devoted to making them fit citizens of this. If
there be a future life this must be the best preparation for it;
and if not, the consciousness of humane work achieved and duty
done, will tint with rainbow and orient colours the mists of death
more surely than expected glories from the vague and mystic
land of dreams.